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Schaap: Jane Wolterstorff's Lifetime of Learning

JANE WOLTERSTORFF’S
LIFETIME OF LEARNING
J

ane Wolterstorff (’82) has worked and
learned in the social work profession
since she graduated from Dordt. That
summer, just as she had previous years,
she headed to Michigan to work at a
youth camp. She’s been working in
her major field ever since she marched
down the center aisle of the B.J. Haan
Auditorium in 1982.
Jane doesn’t remember making a
conscious decision to major in social
work. What she came to understand in a
high school sociology class was that she
cared a lot, even loved thinking about—
and studying—people.
“At that minute,” she says, “I knew that’s
what I wanted to do.” So, when she
packed her bags for Dordt, she had an
idea of her academic plans, even though
she didn’t know exactly how things
might go.
Wolterstorff’s interest in sociology found
a fitting home in a brand-new degree
program at Dordt. The college had
recently recruited Social Worker Ken
Venhuizen, who was working in Korea at
the time, to teach courses and create a
program that would lead to a social work
degree. Four years later, she was one of
10 of the institution’s first social work
graduates.
After graduation, knowing her career
would last a lifetime, her dad told her,
“Just go back to camp. Have a great
time.” She had worked at Michigan’s
Camp Roger for several summers during
her college years and loved it.
“You know, I spent time outdoors all
day long—I was waterfront director,
taught swimming lessons at Dordt, was
a lifeguard all through high school,” she
recalls. Camping for one more summer
was almost a dream.
Meanwhile, she looked around Western
Michigan, put in one application at a
place called St. John’s Home, and, just
like that, come fall, had a job.
St. John’s Home was a residential
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Jane Wolterstorff's 40-year social work career has spanned several institutions and many
types of programs.
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treatment center, and Wolterstorff lived
with girls who were either removed from
their homes or had some delinquency
on their records—a tough bunch of
clients for a recent college grad. Her
shift was in the afternoons, which meant
hanging out after classes with as many
as a dozen girls, who would be doing
homework, eating dinner, watching TV.
She loved it. “I liked people. Social work,
I thought, is going to be about people—
and I liked people,” she says.
The mission at St. John’s was to get kids
back into their own homes. “I learned a
lot there because, after every shift, we’d
sit down and describe what we did and
how it went—and we’d evaluate our
own behavior,” she says. “Some of it was
correction too, for us, I mean; but it was
great training every night.”
Those moments were a valuable part
of her education, she says. But then,
Jane Wolterstorff would say that life is all
about learning. A diploma never meant
education was completed.
Two years later, Jane and a colleague at
St. John’s began teaching lifeguarding
to other staff members because taking
kids canoeing or swimming required
a registered lifeguard to be present.
Staff from other area agencies who
wanted and needed lifeguarding joined
in, including staff from a place called
Wedgwood Acres, an agency that dealt
primarily with kids who
didn’t require lock-up but
could come and go.
Not long after, she
moved to Wedgwood.
She got poached and says
“that kind of poaching goes
on often. These days, I know
someone almost everywhere
in the city.”

At Steepletown, Jane Wolterstorff worked with clients to pass their GEDS and train for jobs.

emotionally impaired kids, boys, the
kinds of communication skills that would
enable them to get along, kids who
were often either abused or neglected
as children. The mission was similar to
St. John’s’ mission: help the kid heal to
the extent that he or she could move out
and back, not stay.
Outdoor activities did wonders for many
kids. She’d create group tasks to teach
trust and team building—like making
rope swings or building 12-foot walls.

You’re trained with all kinds
of knowledge, but what I
had to learn was that I didn’t
have the answers.
— Jane Wolterstorff

Wedgwood needed a Jane W-type, and
Wedgwood was an upfront faith-based
institution, a place she thought she’d feel
at home, faith-wise.
After six months there, two positions
opened at Wedgwood boys’ homes. “I
always loved the outdoors—backpacking,
canoeing, swimming. So, ‘activity
therapy’ looked really good to me.” An
activity therapist is what she became—at
two boys’ homes, almost like going back
to camp.
Wolterstorff and her colleagues taught

She and the kids had great fun out in the
woods making things.
By the early 1990s, the “experiential
education movement” had begun,
she says. Wedgwood Acres sent her
to Georgia for advanced training for
the types of outdoor activities she was
already doing. Research indicates, she
says, that experiential education in the
outdoors yields positive changes in
emotionally impaired kids, changes in
self-concept, social adjustment, academic
achievement, and group cohesion. What’s
more, it was fun—like camp.
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WHAT'S IN A
NAME?
Yes, Jane is a Wolterstorff. In the
last few decades, the name has
been closely associated with Dordt,
especially on athletic scoreboards.
Her brother Kevin (’81) played
basketball at Dordt for all four
years, a strongman on the boards.
Sister-in-law Bonnie (DeBoer, ’82),
got the family name by marriage
but holds Iowa high school records
in the sprints that still stand.
“I have to make a choice when
people hear my name for the
first time because they get a
certain look on their face,” she
says. “If they’re Dordt people,
they're thinking sports. If they’re
Calvin people, they’re thinking
philosophy” (she’s referring to
great-uncle Nick Wolterstorff).
And there are more Dordt
Wolterstorffs—Kevin and Bonnie’s
kids. First, Trevor (’13), then Tyler
(’15), both basketball stars during
their college years. Then the girls,
Brooke (’17, volleyball) and Abby
(’19, soccer), just as competitive as
their older brothers. Let’s just say
Wolterstorffs have been a Dordt
presence.

Wedgwood soon began to offer its
experiential outdoor education programs
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to other agencies. When a friend
wanted to bring her group of sexual
abuse survivors into the program to see
how they might profit from outdoor
experience, Wolterstorff was more than
ready. What she discovered was that
the abused suffer a physical wound that
can be significantly helped by physical
programs like ropes courses.

traveled to Russia with a church group,
determined to find work there. She found
herself in the dark of a steep Russian
winter, with no exit, and suffered alone
through difficulties in a world of ice.
That experience was a kind of trauma
that created and carried its own dark
memories. When she returned home,
she did data entry for a while, then
slowly edged back into social work,
eventually ending up at place called
Steepletown. Once again, she became a
case manager (now called an “advocate”)
in a program designed to get clients
help to pass their GED exams and then
offer specific job training in a number of
trades. Steepletown was a great learning
experience—“a nonprofit, on the street,
with people who really needed help.”

Stretch two cables between two trees,
for instance. Ask the kids to each step
on one cable, then grab each other’s
hands for balance as they slowly move
down the cable. Sexual abuse, Jane
says, destroys trust. Two cables across a
chasm requires teamwork that can help
the abused recover something of what
they’ve either lost or never had. It was,
she says, a joy to discover.
The activities were followed by intense
conversations about what the campers
had experienced, deep questions that
begged them to open up feelings long
ago locked in some corner in the mind
and heart, to relate the cables trek to
what it was they felt at the hands of their
abusers.
“I’ve spent hours in the woods with
a group of kids,” she says, “trying to
help them figure out what happened.”
“Social work,” she says, “is incremental.”
Unwinding from trauma is not at all easy;
it requires time to open up and to heal.
It was tough work, but she stayed with it.
“I like people,” she still says. It shows.
One of the toughest lessons she learned
was about herself.
“You’re trained with all kinds of
knowledge, but what I had to learn

Jane celebrates the accomplishments of
her Steepletown clients as enthusiastially
as they do.

was that I didn’t have the answers.”
Counseling didn’t mean delivering
answers but helping kids find their
answers to adverse childhood
experiences.
Anything that happens to a child that
is highly emotional and affects day-today life can be traumatic, and “trauma
disrupts the emotional health of all of
us.” Examples? “Being a latch-key kid can
be a trauma. To some kids it is, while to
others it’s not. A family member goes
to prison—that’s a trauma. All kinds of
things are traumatic and disrupt the
emotional processing system.”
After 18 years at Wedgwood, Wolterstorff

At Steepletown she had to be a
cheerleader to kids who believed
themselves to be losers. Time and time
again, she’d say, “You aren’t failing—you
aren’t dumb.” And she’d meant it. Always
she’d meant it.
At Steepletown, she confronted mental
and emotional health issues that arose
from poverty and racism. There was, for
instance, the gang member who snuck
into the place because he didn’t want his
buddies to see him working on his GED.
He wanted the degree, and eventually,
years later, got it and could get into the
Army. “The day he came back into the
office dressed up in his uniform—Wow!
Some tears were shed,” she says.
Learning has continued to be a lifelong
process. She has learned firsthand the
ugliness of racism. She experienced it
herself when accompanying a client
into a bank and watching the clerk turn
down the young lady’s request for cash
even though she had an account. She
witnessed that—and more.
Racism is trauma, too. “Generational
poverty does things to you,” she says.
Going with clients to the Department of
Human Services, and seeing firsthand
how broken the system is were lessons
that were difficult to navigate, almost
impossible for some.
Throughout her long career as a
social worker, Wolterstorff never
pursued management opportunities
or supervisory positions; she always
preferred being with people, “always did,
always have.”

Jane currently works with Grace's Table, a program for young moms.
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Amy Westra, who today is Dordt’s
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She has shown me how to love
and serve those on the fringes in
a way that speaks life into them
personally as she strives to create
a more equitable society.
— Amy Westra, speaking about Wolterstorff

associate director of career development, worked with
Wolterstorff for several years at Wedgwood and has known
her for years. “She is a social worker who loves people, walks
alongside them, and believes in them,” says Westra. “She has
shown me how to love and serve those on the fringes in a way
that speaks life into them personally as she strives to create a
more equitable society.”
Since March of 2021, Jane Wolterstorff has been with Grace’s
Table, a program for young moms, married or single. She
oversees a team of staff and volunteers who offer programs
and care for the individual needs of participants. Part of
her job description includes facilitating and participating in
continuous, shared learnings.
“Sharing learnings” seems an apt description of Jane
Wolterstorff’s long and social work career. She hasn’t just been
a provider, an answer book, a dispenser of wisdom. She’s
spent 40 years in the muddle of abuse and poverty and racism.
She’s learned that neither quick cures nor ideological yelping
can touch the trauma in human hearts that are pierced by
emotional wounds. Through her learning, she has come to
understand that social workers have to listen, have to serve,
have to love. Really. Love.
As all of us do.
JAMES CALVIN SCHAAP ('70)

Dordt's Social Work Department has grown significantly over the
years and now offers a master's degree as well as a bachelor's
degree. In September, department members (l-r) Erin Olson, Kara
Nutt, and Leah Mouw hosted social worker Ken Venhuizen, who
began the program 35 years ago.
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Carter Wyatt (’21)
and Caleb Kroese
(’20) completed
the 250 Day Across
Minnesota in midAugust. It is a one-day
250-mile unsupported
gravel bike race from
the western to the
eastern borders of
Minnesota.
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Miyu (Kawasaki, ‘17)
Roskamp received the
Florence Nightingale
Award through
Sanford Health in
Sioux Falls. She was
selected from among
hundreds of other nurses who were nominated from
surrounding Sanford locations in Minnesota, Iowa, and
South Dakota. The Florence Nightingale Award recognizes
nurses for outstanding involvement in the practice of the
art and science of nursing, as evidenced by strength of
character, commitment, and competence.
Andrew DeYoung (’05), a writer
and editor living in Minneapolis,
will release his second novel in
March 2022. In The Temps, “desk
workers are trapped in an office
complex as a global catastrophe
unfolds outside.” The book has
been optioned for film / television.
Published by Keylight Books, The
Temps is available for pre-order at
andrewdeyoung.com.
Eric Haveman (’01) recently
graduated from the Graduate
School of Banking at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
He also earned a Certificate of Executive Leadership from
the Wisconsin School of Business Center for Professional
and Executive Development. Haveman works as an ag
loan officer at American State Bank in Hull, Iowa.
Dr. Brian Wilgenburg (‘96) was appointed to the
position of Animal Program Director/Comparative
Medicine section chief at the National Institute on
Aging at the National Institutes of Health (NIH). His staff
assists scientists with more than 100 studies focused
on Alzheimer’s research, immunology, behavioral
research, and other projects to benefit geriatric patients.
Recently, his team has also been involved with antivirals
and vaccine refinement for aged populations against
Covid-19. Other work includes studying normal brain
aging, a project that began with seed money from
the NFL. Wilgenburg also serves as a guest lecturer at
North Carolina State University to train veterinarians
who are preparing for the ACLAM board exam. After
Dordt, Wilgenburg earned his DVM at The Ohio State
University, an M.S. in Comparative Medicine at the Penn
State Medical Center in Hershey, and finally his ACLAM
board certification in 2008. Prior to the Aging Institute, he
worked at the National Institute of Neurological Disorders
and Stroke at the NIH, at Merck and Penn State.
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